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With reference to Ophelia and Gertrude, analyze the extent to which the female characters in the play are powerful or powerless.
The patriarchal society is known for the suffering and uniquely painful experience that women had to go through. Shakespeare’s Hamlet depicts the powerlessness of female characters in the story. Through the female characters like Ophelia and Gertrude, Shakespeare depicts the unique pain, challenges, and unfair fates that women have to endure in society. This essay seeks to examine how Ophelia and Gertrude have been depicted with powerlessness in the story Hamlet. Ophelia and Gertrude are depicted as powerless through the dependence on men, morals, and love. 
First, Shakespeare has depicted both Gertrude and Ophelia as powerless through their dependence on men. Both characters are easily manipulated and influenced by male characters in their lives. In the case of Ophelia, she is manipulated by Polonius, who directs her to do things. She is able to do these things because she is obedient to Polonius and her brother Laertes. For example, her father directs her to avoid Hamlet, and her response to him is that “I shall obey my lord” (Hamlet I.3.135). Gertrude, on the other hand, is dependent on men and powerless to the control of men when she agrees to Hamlet’s request that she should never let the “bloat king tempt her again to be” (Hamlet III.4.182). She agrees to obey Hamlet’s command by saying that she will not utter a word to anyone and “if words be made of breath,” she “have not life to breathe” (Hamlet III.4.197). In both cases, Ophelia and Gertrude agree to comply with the directives of men who control them. Women were only considered morally right when men were satisfied that they behaved in such a manner. In the case of Gertrude, getting married after the death of her husband can be described as a choice she made out of her own volition. But, the accusation of King Hamlet through his revelation of the plot that Claudius planned to murder him and take the throne shows that society expected Gertrude to wait until it considered right for her to be married again. Even though the revelation also points to Gertrude's weakness for trusting the wrong person, Claudius, it sheds light on how the patriarchal society expected women to behave.
Secondly, Shakespeare has further depicted both Ophelia and Gertrude as powerless based on their morals. The two female characters are judged and looked upon based on the societal perspective, which is male-dominated. The perception of men towards the two female characters depicts how the patriarchal society looked at women. For example, Hamlet is angered and disgusted by Gertrude’s marriage to Claudius. For Hamlet, it was morally wrong for Gertrude to get married to Claudius quickly. He describes her marriage to Claudius as “most wicked speed” (Hamlet I.2.156). Hamlet further views Gertrude’s marriage as “an act that blurs the grace and blush” her modesty (Hamlet III.3.121). Hamlet’s perception towards Gertrude is associated with mistrust that Gertrude may never have loved his father. Hamlet applies the same perception of deception towards Ophelia. Hamlet informs Ophelia that “God has given” her (Ophelia) face, and she makes herself another (Hamlet III.1.143). These concerns depict how women were portrayed from the patriarchal society. Women were expected to be modest in men’s eyes when they could do what men wanted or lived according to the expectations of men. Going the extra mile of finding their happiness as Gertrude did when she married Claudius was not acceptable to men. Men used women because they exerted their dominance on them. Shakespeare's depiction of female characters in this story shows how women could never do anything out of their choice if not directed by a male personality besides them. Ophelia is manipulated and used her entire life until she reaches a point that she can no longer take it anymore and tries to take her life. She is forced by her father to act in a way that contradicts her feelings. She leaves the man she loves (Hamlet) because her father has said so. As such, they considered deceitful as Hamlet viewed both Ophelia and Gertrude. 
Lastly, Shakespeare has also depicted Ophelia and Gertrude as powerless because of their affection and love for the people in their lives. Both Ophelia and Gertrude have men in their lives that they love, and they would do anything for them. For Gertrude, she is inclined to follow King Claudius’ directives out of love for him. Ophelia’s love for his father and brother further proves her powerlessness in acting to her desire to be with Hamlet. King Claudius and Polonius plan to spy on Ophelia’s interactions with Hamlet. Polonius says, “pious action we do sugar o’er; the devil himself” (Hamlet III.1.55). Ophelia, in this case, falls into the manipulations of her father because she loved and respected him. King Claudius also manipulates Gertrude into believing that Hamlet is “mad as the sea and wind” (Hamlet IV.1.7). Being a woman in the patriarchal society meant that nothing they could do without a man's consent. Whether the husband or father, the man had a big role to play in a woman's life. As Shakespeare depicts from the life of Ophelia and Gertrude, this control denied women their power and left them powerless. In both cases, the manipulation of Ophelia and Gertrude is perpetrated by men they love. They can believe these men even if what they are saying is not true because they love them. Their affection for them (men) blinds the two female characters from seeing situations clearly as they should have. In this case, Shakespeare has succeeded in depicting both Ophelia and Gertrude as powerless characters. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, both Ophelia and Gertrude, female characters in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, are depicted as powerless through their love and affection for them in their lives, morals, and dependence on male characters. Shakespeare’s text shows how women are judged by the patriarchal society that expects them to behave in a manner that pleases men. If they behave contrary, they are branded immoral or deceitful, as shown in both cases of Ophelia and Gertrude’s interactions with Hamlet. 
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